Alter himself, "revered by one hundred thousand Hasidim" though not yet crowned as rebbe. 2 When asked what he desired Sawicki replied, "until now no one who has written on the Hasidic sect has spared it curses and censure whereas I, a writer about Jews and Hasidism who wishes to carefully examine the topic and do it justice, beseech Pan Rabbi to send me a disciple who might accurately explain everything." Upon receiving Alter's assent (in German), Sawicki was led out. On his way, he inquired about the unbound books on the table and was told that Alter was the sole publisher of Hasidic books in Warsaw which, Sawicki was surprised to learn, was his main source of income. Several days later, Sawicki was visited by three of Alter's followers. Nothing the Hasidic emissaries said during the two hour interview seemed at all fanatical to Sawicki; in fact, he found them to be profound thinkers and ethicists.3
This episode provides a window onto Alter's leadership style, which is not at all what we might expect from the founder of a Hasidic dynasty that has come to be associated with ultraorthodox insularity in our own day. Rather than ejecting the curious outsider, Alter seized the opportunity to explain Hasidism to a Polish readership by means of his most worldly and articulate followers. This accommodationist style was to characterize Gerer Hasidism down to the Holocaust, manifested inter alia in its modern modes of political organization and communication, its sponsorship of the political party Agudat Yisrael and the Beis Yaakov school system for girls, and its publication of newspapers like Dos yidishe vort, Der yid, and Dos yidishe togblat.4
But accommodation to modernity had its limits; and some of Alter's tactics had clearly become a source of embarrassment to Gerer Hasidim by the interwar period. While Gerer court historians could craft chronological accounts of their movement and its leaders so rich in detail as to resemble products of modern historiography, the finest example being Abraham Issachar Benjamin Alter's Meir eyene ha-golah (Warsaw, 1932) , their yearning for a more heroically militant past tended to overwhelm their dedication to the historian's craft when it came to their dynasty's progenitor. In their hands, R. Isaac Meir Alter was transfigured into a passionate, defiant personality ready to endure
